Idiopathic degeneration of the aortic valve: a common cause of isolated aortic regurgitation.
To establish the etiology of isolated aortic valvular regurgitation, histologic examination was carried out on 27 consecutive surgically removed aortic valves from patients with aortic regurgitation. In 12 patients, the regurgitation was due to rheumatic or syphilitic valvular disease or a congenital bicuspid aortic valve. In the remaining 15, no etiology was apparent. In the latter group, seven aortic valves were identified by the surgeon as redundant and eight as thickened and retracted. Despite these gross differences, the histologic features of the 15 valves were similar and consisted of increased and disorganized elastic and collagen fibers, with variable quantities of acid mucopolysaccharide and calcium. Although small foci of myxomatous stroma were present, they did not differ substantially from those observed in age-matched competent aortic valves removed at necropsy, nor were they as extensive as described in reports of floppy aortic valves. Idiopathic degeneration was the most common cause of aortic regurgitation, occurring in more than half of the surgically treated patients. An underlying defect in the synthesis of collagen or elastic fibers, similar to that described in mitral valve prolapse, may be an important feature in aortic valve degeneration.